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Foreword


BY CHRIS CRUTCHER


H. L. MENKEN ONCE FAMOUSLY SAID, “There is always an easy solution to every human problem—neat, plausible, and wrong.” We would do well to remember that quote when dealing with the issue of bullying.


Bullying is as old as big animals and little animals, so it’s not as if we’re taking on a new problem, but since the Columbine shootings in 1999 we have forced ourselves to take a closer look at the nature of bullying, particularly in schools. (Never mind that later studies of the incident, particularly David Cullen’s masterful book, titled simply, Columbine revealed that bullying per se wasn’t at the heart of the shootings at all.) We wanted simple answers.


The stories in this anthology give us reason to open up a dialogue and search for the complex answers. Bullying may or may not lead to school shootings, but it certainly leads to misery.


In looking for those simple answers we may have set our sights far too low. Schools have developed anti-bullying campaigns that include zero tolerance, programs to help students identify bullying and step in to help the bullied, anti-bullying 4k runs, anti-bullying bake sales; all of which play to a greater or lesser degree of success. But most of the programs focus on the students themselves.


But bullying starts with adults. It starts with controlling parents who will do almost anything to maintain that control, and teachers who don’t tolerate kids finding their ways through natural developmental stages.


Years ago I worked in a child abuse project in which my employer, Spokane Mental Health, coupled with a local Head Start program in order to work with abused kids at a young age, rather than waiting until they were out-of-control adolescents. A five-year-old I’ll call Kevin taught me something about bullies I’ve never forgotten. He was the biggest kid in the room and by far the toughest—little Popeye forearms and thunder thighs—he had teachers who were wary of him. He could have taken any kid in the class. Yet on his bad days he’d walk in, drop his coat on the floor, take in the room like a gunslinger and if you didn’t intercept him, go after the weakest kid in the room; a little girl I’ll call Jessica, who had been blinded in one eye by her mother’s abusive boyfriend when he couldn’t potty train her way before it would have been developmentally possible. My job in the project was to work with the parents, and I was painfully unaware of preschoolers’ motivations and behaviors.


On one of those early days when Kevin got away, he surveyed the room to make sure no one was watching then stormed across, cocking his fist as he ran and brought it down right in the middle of Jessica’s back. The play therapist saw him go and sprinted to intercept him, arriving a split second too late. She slid across the floor on her knees, scooped him up, and then wrapped his arms. Several staff members scurried to comfort the wailing Jessica and I expected the play therapist to do the same, or lay a blistering scolding on Kevin. Instead, I heard her say, “You must be really scared.”


Kevin burst into tears.


It felt right to me, but I didn’t understand why, so later during debriefing I asked her about it, and about why Kevin always went for the scared kid when he could have whipped the school janitor.


“He hates weakness,” she said. “When he sees it, he wipes it out.”


Wow.


“In Kevin’s house,” she went on, “you do not show weakness or there is hell to pay. If he’s scared or worried or anxious, he has to hide it because it is not tolerated. It is met by punishment and disappointment.”


Kevin had been taught to hate weakness. When he saw it, he rubbed it out.


If you want to find the bullies, a good place to look is among the bullied. Most of what we learn as little ones comes through our pores. Back before language we absorb through all our senses. If we grow up experiencing domestic violence, even if it isn’t aimed at us, we learn the ways of violence. Nothing exists without its opposite; if it feels awful to get bullied, it feels great to bully. Once we’re hardwired that way, it does very little good to try to send us the way of the peaceful warrior.


So maybe we should expand the terminology. It’s too easy to look for bullying kids and try to stop them from being bullies. That usually results in making them more devious. Let’s call it meanness. Let’s call it indecency. And let’s understand that it never starts with the kid.


I could make a case that we live in a bullying culture; that we’re more interested in jumping on bad behavior than preventing it. We do it politically, philosophically, and personally. We like to find who’s to blame and mete out the punishment, rather than prevent. We’d rather build prisons than therapy and trauma centers for families.


It’s a systemic change we need.


The stories in this anthology have the power to get us talking about that change; the power to use our imaginations to create possibilities. My hope is that’s how it will be used.




Introduction


BY RHODA BELLEZA


ONCE IN A WHILE, someone will ask what I was like in high school. “The same,” I always say—which is and isn’t true, but that’s the easiest answer to give. Easier, at least, than pouring my heart out right then and there. That would require a scary amount of self-awareness I’ve never been willing to muster.


I’m not exactly sure why that time is so hard to talk about; I suppose for me it would feel disingenuous to describe all that passion and excitement without also discussing the pain and vulnerability I felt as a teenager. I often felt powerless and suffered a chronic inability to speak up for myself—or for anyone really—as I watched certain injustices unfold before me. Say for instance, when I got called a “slut” walking past the senior quad, or that time a pair of slanted eyes—drawn in Sharpie—appeared on the hood of a friend’s car. Even years later, just recalling moments like these make my heart beat faster and my face flush with shame. The feeling is so immediate it’s like it is happening all over again, this endless moment of guilt and embarrassment stretched out be relived with every recollection, which leads me to suppress it. Bury it somewhere deep. And if one memory even dared to poke its head out? To resurface after I’d exiled it to the far corners of my memory? I’d be there with a mallet, ready to pound it back down like it was a gopher in a carnival game.


I value stoicism (as well as my privacy), so to talk candidly about such a charged time is difficult. To even think about it is difficult. It demands I confront a whole lot of experiences and choices—scenarios where I’ve been victimized, and just as many where I’m the bully and I’m the conspirator by virtue of doing nothing. I’m not proud of this. Everyone has their tactics, and this was mine: to barrel straight past shame and embarrassment, onward and upward to more useful emotions, like denial and reticence. Who wants to stew in your own humiliation when you can claim cool indifference?


I only recently realized that this was a whole lot of effort for not a lot of payoff. This isn’t a carnival game; it’s my life. I hadn’t beat anything or anyone, I’d only been carrying around the pain and merely reacting when a memory resurfaced. All the composure I’d prided myself on had been just the opposite: a testament to how little control I had over my own emotions and—by extension—my own destiny. Screw that, I thought. I couldn’t be the only one; I wasn’t alone. There are people to talk to and ways in which to work through the hurt, and until we realize that, we are divided.


This is all to say that before bullying was in the national spotlight—covered by various news outlets and compounded by social networking sites like Facebook and Twitter—we all had painful experiences that fundamentally changed us. Everyone has been a victim and everyone has been an oppressor. It’s part of our shared history as social, human beings.


Editing this anthology was a gift of perspective. When first put to the task, I asked my friends about their bullying experiences, and hearing their stories filled me with heartbreak and pride. On one hand I felt wronged on their behalf, and on the other hand impressed as to how they’d grown into such capable, caring individuals despite the adversity they faced. Learning these details seems instrumental to my understanding of who they are now—and it inspired me to turn the mirror on myself. It gave me the opportunity to remember a past transgression and infuse this otherwise dark memory with hope—seeing each experience as a marker from which I could measure not only how far I had come, but how much further I wanted to go.


Naturally, I reached out to my favorite authors who had a stake in the content—those who wrote books about the marginalized, the bullied, the other. Not only did I believe in their voices, but in the themes they wrote about, because each and every one captured that universal feeling of disempowerment so honestly and beautifully.


I envisioned the collection of stories would be a balance of both humor and seriousness, as well as despair and hope. This, I think, was achieved—though along the way I was surprised by a variance even I hadn’t expected. Stories deeply grounded in gritty realism were placed next to supernatural tales of ghosts and afterworlds, yet all the themes seemed to converge harmoniously: vengeance, redemption, shame, and empathy. Essentially, no matter how each story is delivered they all serve as guides to overcoming adversity.


My hope for the reader is that you find a piece of yourself in this collection of stories. Perhaps it will help you take pride in who you are, confront the choices (both good and bad) that you’ve made, and inspire you to continue developing creatively, emotionally, and spiritually. Maybe you’ll reach out to people you love, ask them to listen, and be their support system as you learn how their experiences have shaped them. And if none of these things, then my hope above all else is that you come away having read a damn good story. Or fourteen damn good stories.




NEMESIS


BY KIRSTEN MILLER


STEP ONE IS surveillance. You make a lot of enemies in a job like this, and every week I get an e-mail from some jerk trying to settle a score. The phony requests are pretty easy to weed out, but you can’t be too careful. That’s why I investigate my new clients before I get started—even the ones who’ve sent the most heart-rending pleas.


The fifteen-year-old who’s just exited St. Agnes on the other side of the street told me her name is Clea. I received an e-mail from her last night around ten. The picture she attached showed a younger Clea in an identical plaid uniform. She greeted the camera with a crooked, gap-tooth grin that made me want to reach through the computer screen and squeeze her. That girl is gone for good. No matter what happens in the next few days, she won’t be coming back. Now Clea watches the ground as she walks. Her shoulders are hunched and her spine bent, as if she’s anticipating an ambush. You can’t fake true terror. This client is the real deal.


She’s rushing away from her school toward the bus stop on the corner. I can tell she wants to run, but I understand why she won’t. Running would draw unwanted attention. The hunted quickly learn that it’s better to blend in whenever possible. For a moment I’m confident that Clea’s going to make her escape, but a pack of girls bursts through the front doors of St. Agnes. They stop on the sidewalk and scan the street. They’re searching for Clea. One of the girls spots their quarry, and the chase begins.


I snap a few photos as they barrel past. Clea’s descriptions have proven remarkably accurate. The girl called Kayla must be the one at the head of the pack. Mariah, Jordan, and Natalie are the kids at Kayla’s heels. In the last two years, my clients have come in all shapes, sizes, and sorts. I’ve rescued geniuses, dunces, beauty queens, ugly ducklings, athletes, and geeks. But the bullies are always the same. They follow a leader—usually a kid with an average brain, above-average looks, sadistic tendencies, and an undeniable charisma. The leaders’ lackeys tend to be depressingly ordinary. They’re the sort who do their homework, mind their parents, and go to church every Sunday. Few adults would ever peg them as the kind of kids who’d torture their classmates for sport.


A bus pulls up to the corner of Ninety-Ninth Street and Lexington Avenue, and I watch Clea scamper on board. I imagine her sigh of relief when the doors close. And I know just how fast her heart sinks when the bus doesn’t move. The driver has spotted the four high school girls sprinting in his direction. Now there’s a fifth. When he opens the doors to let the girls in, I make sure I’m right behind them.


Clea’s sitting on one of the benches near the driver. She has her face buried in a geometry textbook. It’s a useless shield. I’ve studied the same book, and I’m pretty sure it has killed far more people than it’s saved. Two girls drop into the seats on either side of Clea. Kayla and the fourth crony stand with their shins pressed against their captive’s knees. I brush past them and choose a spot in the middle of the bus. I know just how far away I’ll need to be to fit all five girls in my camera’s frame. As soon as the bus makes its first lurch forward, I pull out my phone and hit record.


I pretend to be texting, but the ruse is unnecessary. Since the day NEMESIS went live, no one has ever suspected that I might be the one who’s behind it. Vigilantes aren’t cute. They’re angry bitches in black leather pants who curse, chain-smoke, and design their own dragon tattoos. Imagine the opposite, and you’ll have a pretty clear picture of me. My mother says I’m dainty. My father still calls me Princess. I like my hair to look glossy and my nails to be polished. My clothes are expensive, and they’re always perfectly pressed. I don’t look like a vigilante, but I wouldn’t pass for a victim, either. Not anymore.


I prefer to watch the camera screen instead of the action. It helps me keep an emotional distance. But it doesn’t always prevent me from feeling ill. The first time I filmed a confrontation, I finally understood why everyone else looked away. It’s hard to see a fellow human be destroyed. You find yourself needing to believe the victim earned her punishment. You want to think that an innocent girl would never be tortured, and that the world couldn’t possibly be so cruel. When I started my site, I used to ask my clients what made them targets. Most of the kids were a lot like Clea—they just didn’t know.


Kayla has a filthy mouth and an impressive imagination. She’s called Clea a pervert, a stalker, and a spy. Those are only the slurs I’m willing to repeat. She’s accused Clea of watching her friends undress before gym class. This poor kid who’s afraid to take her eyes off her textbook has been branded a peeping tom. It’s so ridiculous—such an obvious lie—that I don’t know whether to laugh or vomit. Then one of the lackeys slaps Clea’s book to the ground, and the girl stares at the empty space left behind. Harassing a mute must not be much fun, so Kayla reaches over and yanks Clea’s braid hard enough to uproot a few strands of hair. The girl yelps with pain, and her cry feeds the frenzy. The insults grow louder, until Kayla is shouting obscenities three inches from Clea’s face. I’ve got it all on tape. It’s among the most disturbing footage I’ve ever recorded.


• • •


STEP TWO is the calling card. Ordinarily I’d wait a few days and try to get a bit more on tape. But I’m not sure Clea can hold out that long. She said in the e-mail she’s scared for her safety, and everything I’ve witnessed tells me she should be. When bullies begin to get physical, the situation will often escalate quickly. It’s up to me to put an end to it. No one else will. The bus driver has been watching the whole scene in his rearview mirror. He could have stopped the bus and forced Kayla and her friends to get off and walk. But he won’t get involved. They never do. I’m sure this guy has a perfectly good reason for staying on the sidelines. I wish I could tell him where to shove his perfectly good reason.


Clea lives on One Hundred and Twenty-Seventh. We must be nearing her stop. I have enough footage to work with, so I slip my phone into my backpack and pull out my cards. I purchase blank business cards from Staples and stamp them with the NEMESIS logo—a single, unblinking eye. I used to add the name of my website as well. But I’ve been doing this for two years now, and every kid in New York knows the URL. Most people want their businesses to succeed, but I find it frustrating that mine has lasted so long. I used to hope that the more videos I posted, the fewer cases I’d have. In the beginning, I’d get six e-mails a month. Now I get twice that every day.


I head to the front of the bus and grab a pole just across the aisle from Kayla. I slip one card into her handbag and another into a backpack that belongs to the girl standing beside her. The bus stops and Clea pushes past her captors and hurls herself toward the exit. As the last two bullies brush against me on their way out the door, I deliver a card to each of them. Then I watch from the window as the four beasts stalk their victim. I silently pray for Clea’s safety, but I won’t intervene. My work demands anonymity. I can’t risk blowing my cover for one kid when there are thousands more to be saved.


The next time the bus stops, I jump off and take the subway downtown. I live on the opposite end of the island, and I’m anxious to get home and get started on Step Three. Now that NEMESIS is the talk of the town, my calling cards scare off the bullies in about half of my cases. But I’m not sure a piece of paper’s going to cut it this time.


• • •


“Hello! I’m home!” I shout as I enter my dark apartment. It’s a little joke I share with myself. No one is ever here. Sometimes I don’t hear my parents arrive until after I’m already tucked into bed. They both work seventy-hour weeks in order to give me a beautiful home, a first-class education, fancy clothes, and all the computer equipment a girl could desire. It’s a huge sacrifice, I’ve been told.


I had a nanny until the end of eighth grade. She was a stout Swedish woman named Emelie who made my dinner, taught me French, and loved me like her very own daughter. Before she left each evening, she’d pack my lunch for the following day. On Thursday nights she and I always baked cupcakes. The next afternoon, one would be waiting for me in my lunchbox. Emelie decorated each Friday cupcake with sprinkles before writing “E ♥ G” in red icing on top. It was a bit silly, but by eighth grade it had become a time-honored tradition. I never imagined that a pink frosted cupcake would mark the beginning of the worst year of my life.


I was wearing one of my baggiest blouses that Friday. It was the first week of eighth grade, and I was still recovering from the embarrassment I’d endured the day school began. I’d made the mistake of wearing a form-fitting T-shirt, and the chest I’d learned to live with at summer camp had taken everyone else by surprise. By third period, I’d covered up with my jacket, but I was still drawing eyes. Including those of a boy named Eli.


Back then, I spent most of my time with three girls I’d known since our preschool days. Josie was my best friend. Morgan and Olivia were more Josie’s friends than mine. And I’d always been a bit wary of Olivia. When she was in a good mood she sparkled like a pixie, but when she got mad, that magic felt malevolent. Olivia had spent the entire seventh grade swooning over Eli, but he had always been blind to her charms. Unfortunately, his eyesight improved dramatically whenever my new boobs were around. The second Olivia caught her beloved ogling my chest, I became her mortal enemy.


Of course, I was still convinced we were friends. For four days, I remained blissfully unaware of the rage that was building inside her. Then I sat next to her at lunch and pulled out my Friday cupcake. Olivia took one look at “E ♥ G,” and the anger finally erupted. She knew that E was for Emelie. Over the years, she’d spent more time with my nanny than she had with most members of her very own family. So I was confused when Olivia grabbed the cupcake and held it up for the whole lunch room to see.


“Look who Gaby loves!” she shouted.


It was the first time an entire room ever shared a laugh at my expense. My face must have been as red as the icing when I exclaimed, “It stands for Emelie!”


The second round of laughter was worse.


Within a week, I was the school pariah. An eighth grade slut engaged in a torrid lesbian affair with a Swedish servant. I tried to argue, but they wouldn’t listen to reason. I tried to fight back with words, but my tongue always betrayed me. I tried to ignore them, but the insults only got uglier. I tried to hide, but Olivia always managed to find me.


I didn’t cry until the day Josie called me a “carpet-muncher.” I didn’t even know what it meant. Or how stupid and offensive the word was. I just saw the hatred on my best friend’s face, and I crumbled. Over the following months, Josie did her best to destroy what little was left of me. But through it all, I refused to ask Emelie to stop making those cupcakes. Every Friday afternoon, I’d sit all alone in the cafeteria and make a show of swallowing every last bite.


I never uttered a word to my parents. But they must have gotten wind of something, because one day in March, my mother announced that I was too old for a nanny. I cried for three weeks after Emelie was fired. I didn’t think I’d survive. I could have made it with one person behind me. When Emelie left, I had no one.


After we graduated from eighth grade, my classmates all enrolled in Manhattan high schools. I chose a school in Brooklyn and started my freshman year expecting my reputation to follow me. Thankfully the rumors never made it across the East River. Now that I’m a junior, my classmates would probably say that I’m popular. When I’m not working, I do all the things people my age tend to do. But I’m not like them. I watched the whole world desert me. And once you know you’re alone, you can never, ever forget.


Still, in a strange way, I’m almost grateful. I spent a year stumbling through the darkness at the bottom of a hole. When I emerged, I discovered I’d been granted special powers in exchange for my suffering. Now I can see things others won’t. I can withstand pain that would break most people. I possess a determination that’s practically superhuman and the wrath of a fearsome goddess. I am the avenger. The punisher. The dispenser of dues. I’m the seventeen-year-old girl known throughout New York City as NEMESIS.


• • •


STEP THREE is really just a formality. I post new video footage on a private page of my website. I hunt down any e-mail addresses that my clients weren’t able to provide. Then I send links to the bullies, their parents, and their principals. When I first started, I never intended to go any further. But Step Three rarely changes anything. Depending on which part of the city they hail from, the parents either threaten to beat me or sue my pretty little pants off. The principals never respond. They probably think that what happens off school grounds is none of their business. I’ve heard that the bullies like to share the footage with their friends.


I upload my new video and send out my e-mails. I make it clear that should anything happen to Clea, we’ll go straight to Step Four.


• • •


STEP FOUR is payback. That’s when I move the footage to the public part of my website. I make sure to provide the bullies’ full names, schools, and addresses. NEMESIS gets more traffic than the New York Post. And my videos almost always go viral. Sometimes it takes a while for the full impact to be felt. Eventually my dimmest “stars” realize what’s happened. My video will follow them for the rest of their lives. Their families, their friends’ families, their teachers—even their priests, pastors, and rabbis will see it. Every potential employer, boyfriend, and in-law will watch it. It will be discovered by admission committees when they apply to colleges. It will still be around when their own children are born.


It won’t be long before they find out just how many of us have suffered at a bully’s hands.


We’ll ruin their careers, friendships, and love lives. We’ll have our revenge. And we’ll teach them all that payback is hell.


• • •


I’m waiting across the street from Clea’s school. My phone keeps vibrating in my pocket. New cases never stop coming in. But I won’t accept a new one while an old one is still pending. I need to be sure that Clea is safe. I hear bells ring, then just like yesterday, she’s the first one out of the building. Nothing appears to have changed. She still seems harried and miserable. That doesn’t mean much. She’ll wear that look for a while. But this time she makes it to the bus. It pulls away just as the school’s doors are thrown open again.


I spot Clea’s tormentors among the crowd that spills out. They’re looking around, only this time they’re searching for someone holding a camera. Their eyes pass right over me. If Clea says the day went well, tonight Kayla and her cronies will all get an e-mail. I’ll commend them on the wise decision they’ve made, and warn them that I’ll always be watching. The threat is essential. These girls aren’t going to change. They’ll never see the error of their ways. But they’ll realize that their actions have consequences. And I’ll make sure they know just how bad those consequences can be.


I hit the subway. As soon as I’m home, I check my e-mail. There are five new pleas. Another two or three will probably arrive before bedtime. I scan through the first four. They’re all more of the same. But it’s the fifth that really gets my blood rushing. The letter is signed Olivia. I try to keep my hopes in check while I click on the photo that the girl has enclosed. You can’t spit in Manhattan without hitting a kid my age named Olivia. But when the picture finally flashes up on my screen, I know the heavens have answered my prayers.


I’ve dreamed of this moment. I’ve spent two years fantasizing about it. But I never imagined my day would come.


I laugh all the way through Olivia’s note.


• • •


Olivia’s school is the one my parents always hoped I’d attend. They were mortified when I informed them that I’d deposited the application (and several more like it) in a trash can instead of a mail box. A high school in Brooklyn was the only institution in town that received the paperwork my father’s secretary had kindly prepared. Some people might call me a coward for giving my enemies Manhattan island, but I’ve never regretted that decision and I certainly don’t regret it now. The girls filing into Olivia’s school look like they’re strutting down an invisible runway. Their clothes are designer, their diamonds are real—and most of their noses are not. Olivia should consider herself lucky. Violence is rare at ritzy schools, and the principals are terrified of bad publicity. Whenever I take a case on the Upper East Side, it’s usually the clients who end up posing the problems. They don’t understand that I can stop the bullying—but I’ll never make their snooty classmates accept them.


I skipped school so I could be here this morning when Olivia arrives. I have my hair pulled back, and dark sunglasses hide half my face. I doubt the disguise will be necessary, though. I’ve grown up a lot since Olivia and I last crossed paths. When I see her coming down the block, I realize that she hasn’t grown at all. Back in the eighth grade, Olivia was the same height as the rest of us. That must have been the end of her growth spurt. She’s still five foot one, flat chested, and scrawny. She doesn’t look like a pixie anymore. She looks like a little girl.


No one so much as glances in Olivia’s direction as she heads toward the building. Too many parents on the street, I suppose, most delivering their precious spawn to the grade schools nearby. According to Olivia’s e-mail, a group of older girls ambushes her during lunch hour, when juniors and seniors are allowed to leave campus. Olivia claims the abuse has gotten so bad that she now eats her PB&Js while hiding in one of the school’s less-frequented girls’ rooms. I wonder if she got the idea from me. I guess her bullies don’t waste their time ransacking the whole building. The way Olivia used to.


I snap a picture right before Olivia disappears into her school. It keeps me smiling for the next four hours.


At noon, I’m sitting in a café on the Upper East Side. Olivia said she’d be here just after the hour, and she’s certain the bullies will follow. As soon as I see them, I’ll hide in the narrow hall that leads to the ladies’ room. Once Olivia and her companions have settled, I’ll make my grand appearance and grab a good seat for the show. I won’t be wearing a disguise. I want to watch everything that goes down today, and I want Olivia to know that I’ve seen it. And before I leave, I’ll make sure she knows that no one is ever going to come to her rescue.


When I spot Olivia crossing the avenue, I let the waitress know I’m heading to the ladies’. I don’t want her to think I’ve skipped out on the bill. Then I slink around the corner to wait. Olivia chooses a table close to mine. I hear the waitress inquire if she’ll be dining alone. The voice that answers doesn’t belong to Olivia.


“We need three more menus. The four of us are together.”


I hear the waitress’s footsteps fade away. “Hello, hobbit,” the same girl sneers. “Who said you could crawl out from under your rock?” I have to clap a hand over my mouth to muffle my giggle.


I peek around the corner and see three girls have joined Olivia at her table. She seems so tiny sitting next to them. She stays silent and still. Like a porcelain doll taking part in a make-believe tea party.


“They shouldn’t let you eat in restaurants. No one will be able to keep their food down if they’re forced to look at you,” a second adds.


The third girl just snickers. There’s always one dunce in the bunch.


“Please. I just want to have lunch,” Olivia pleads. She sounds so numb and exhausted. I’m enjoying this far less than I should.


“It doesn’t matter how much you eat. You’ll always be a short, hairy little hobbit.”


“I heard your mother has to buy your clothes from Children’s Place. Is it true?”


“Her parents are too cheap for Children’s Place. I bet they go to secondhand shops. That sweater looks just like something my nine-year-old sister wore last year.”


The second girl gasps. “Oh my God, do you think they’ve been going through your trash?!”


• • •


I’m not taping this. My phone hasn’t left my bag. I’m not watching a screen. The faces I see are all life-size, and their expressions are easy to read. The snarl on the leader’s lips. The glee in her lackeys’ eyes. The pain twisting Olivia’s features, and the effort she’s making to hold back her tears.


She deserves this. She deserves an entire year of it. I want Olivia to suffer, but I no longer have any desire to watch. I step back around the corner and stare at the wall of the corridor. I wish there was a rear exit, some way to escape. Then I hear a commotion in the café. A glass shatters, and Olivia squeals. Someone has knocked over her water. I don’t need to look to know that Olivia must be soaked.


I can’t wait any longer. I pull a twenty out of my pocket. I’ll pass it to the waitress on my way out the door. If I move fast enough, I might go unnoticed.


But Olivia instantly sees me. Her spine straightens and her eyes light up. She’s looking at me like I’m her long lost best friend. A smile starts to form on her lips, then it freezes. I can tell she’s remembering everything she did to me. And I can see the horror on her face when she realizes that I must be NEMESIS—the last person left that she could turn to for help. I was Olivia’s only hope. And now that hope is gone.


This is far too painful to watch. If it were one of my videos, I’d hit fast-forward. But I don’t think I’ve ever captured a moment like this before—the instant a victim decides to give up. I can almost see Olivia’s life leaving her body.


That’s when I do something I’ve never done before. I drag a chair from another table and take a seat next to Olivia. It’s three against two now. Us against them. I’ll help Olivia fight this battle. Together, we might even win her war. But she and I will never be friends. I’d still love to kick her ass someday. That sort of punishment might fit her crimes. But no one—not even Olivia—deserves to be left all alone.




On Your Own Level


BY SHEBA KARIM


IT ALL STARTS when I’m waiting for the bathroom at a house party. Of course, I’m not wearing my glasses. Contact lenses irritate me, so it’s either see 20/20 and look like a dork or accept a little blindness for the sake of beauty. Plus, my eyes are my best feature: large and deep brown, framed by thick, long eyelashes. The rest of me I hate, especially my curls, which—no matter what expensive pomade or gel I try—refuse to behave. And my body, forget it. I have short legs and wide hips, and I hate dancing to bhangra at Pakistani weddings because my tricep flab starts jiggling ten times faster than the music.


I haven’t had any alcohol tonight but walking around without glasses is a little like drinking, because sometimes I bump into things. Or, like now, I can’t tell who’s coming toward me until they’re pretty close—though I can tell it’s a guy, and that he’s drunk from the way he’s pressing against the wall as he walks.


The drunk guy enters my field of vision. Broad shoulders, cerulean eyes, light brown hair streaked blond by sun and salt. Oliver Jamison. The leaves have turned orange and red, but Oliver is still tan from his summer of sailing. Oliver smiles at me. He does this at school too. Some of the popular kids act like you’re not even there, but Oliver smiles at everyone.


He tilts his head toward the bathroom door. “You waiting?”


“Yeah.”


He sways forward a little, then steadies himself and looks at me. I hope he’s looking at my eyes and not my mustache, which is growing back from the last time I got it waxed. “You were in my history class last year,” he says. “You sat underneath Ulysses.”


What he means is I sat underneath the big photo of Ulysses S. Grant on the Civil War timeline poster. “Yes.”


“Yeah. I remember. You always seemed kind of worried.”


Worried? I’d understand dorky, or attentive maybe, but worried? Is that what I seem like?


“What’s your name again?” he asks.


“Shabnam,” I say. “Shab like rub, nam like numb.”


“What’s it mean?”


“Morning dew.”


“Morning dew,” he repeats. “That’s really cool. Morning is my favorite time of day. Best time to be on the water.”


“I hate mornings,” I tell him. “Because I have to wake up . . . not because mornings are bad or anything. I mean, mornings are great.” Well done, Shabnam. Way to sound like a complete idiot.


“Shabnam.” He’s still pronouncing my name wrong but I don’t care because at least he’s saying it. “What language is that?”


“Urdu. And Persian.”


“My cat is Persian,” he says.


“I’ve never had a cat. My mom’s allergic.”


This time, Oliver doesn’t respond—and why would he when I’m so clearly failing at conversation? I’m searching in vain for something to say that might engage him when I realize that he’s smiling at me, so wide that not one but two small dimples appear on his cheek.


“Morning dew,” he says again. “Nice.”


And that’s when Oliver moves forward, one hand braced against the bathroom door, and kisses me. Kisses me! I’ve only ever kissed two guys, and I don’t know what to do. But Oliver makes it easy. He starts out soft, and I get up the courage to part my lips, and his tongue is touching mine, softly, gently. He tastes like beer and peppermint. He puts his hand on my shoulder, and I’m worried he can sense how crazy fast my heart is beating. Then Oliver starts kissing me harder, and I stop thinking about anything except how good it feels.


The bathroom door opens and Oliver almost loses his balance. He moves away from me, his fingers still gripping my shoulder. Natasha is standing before us, hair swept up in a ponytail, high cheekbones shimmering with blush. The whole hallway smells like perfume, strong and sweet.


“Oli. What are you doing?” Natasha asks. She glares at me, and I remember how my best friend, Maggie, recently overheard her saying something about how Oliver was the last guy left on her list.


Oliver takes his hand off me and blinks a few times. “Hey, Natasha,” he says slowly, as if he’s not sure he got it right.


The fat diamond studs in Natasha’s ears catch the light as she shakes her head, sighing. “Let’s go, Oli,” she says, linking her elbow through his. He doesn’t protest or even say bye when she starts to lead him away, toward the music and the keg and the kind of people Oliver is supposed to be seen with. When they’re halfway down the hall, she turns around and looks back at me, and I’m glad I’m too blind to see her face.


• • •


The next morning, there’s a strange man at our kitchen table. I’m about to go inform my parents when I realize it must be the uncle my father calls Chacha jaan, who they picked up from the airport last night. Chacha jaan is staring out at our leaf-covered backyard, his hands cupped around one of the fancy glasses my mother only brings out when we have guests.


Chacha jaan is completely bald, but he has a big beard—a thick, black, menacing arc of a beard—extending from ear to ear. He’s wearing a shalwar kameez and polished leather sandals. He reminds me of the mullah who hosts a religious advice show on one of the satellite Pakistani channels my parents subscribe to. The mullah sits at a desk and answers the callers’ questions, which range from “If you change your clothes do you have to perform your ablutions again?” to “What happens on the Day of Judgment?” to “Can men wear gold?”


I’m contemplating skipping breakfast altogether when Chacha jaan notices me and jumps a little, some of the water spilling from his glass. Then the surprise on his face changes to something else, sadness maybe, and he sets his glass down and smiles at me. “You are Shabnam?” he asks in Urdu.


“Yes. As-salaam alaikum.”


Wrapped around his neck is a red scarf decorated with green Christmas trees, and he uses one end of it to wipe the water from his kameez. “Wa alaikim as-salaam. Kaisee ho?”


“I’m fine,” I tell him, in English.


My mother joins us. She’s also wearing a shalwar kameez, which she often wears at home, except today she’s draped her dupatta over her head in a gesture of modesty. “As-salaam alaikum! You’ll drink chai?” This is a rhetorical question because of course he’ll drink chai. All Pakistanis do. Then my mother says in chirpy Urdu, “Your coming here has made us very happy,” and she means it—the only relative my mother’s ever been unhappy to see was Daadi, my father’s mother, and even then she hid it well.


Before I can leave with my bowl of cereal, my mother grabs my arm. “Did you say salaam?” she whispers.


“Yes. I have to go do some work. I have a big paper due tomorrow I haven’t finished.”


“You shouldn’t leave things until the end,” my mother says, but she doesn’t argue.


As I’m heading to my room, my father opens the front door and steps into the foyer, the Sunday NewYork Times tucked in his armpit. He’s wearing plaid pajamas and a white undershirt. He has a basketball-sized gut and the dark tufts of hair sprouting from his shoulders are starting to turn gray. I hate it when he goes outside without a shirt on.


“Did you say salaam to Chacha jaan?” he asks. With my father, it’s never hi, how are you, but did you do this, why don’t you do that. Be respectful, say salaam, get into a college that will impress everyone and secure your career. Don’t go around in the company of boys, because, even though we know you are a chaste girl, someone from the community could see you and get the wrong idea.


“No, Abba, I didn’t say salaam,” I tell my father. “I told him to get lost.”


My father frowns. “No, you didn’t. Why do you think that’s funny? What’s wrong with you? Can’t you be normal?”


I respond by continuing up the stairs.


• • •


Natasha finds me at my locker. She’s dressed like a school girl, with a short pleated skirt and a white button-down blouse that shows off her a-little-more-than-two-handfuls cleavage. There’s an expensive silk scarf tied around her neck, like those air hostesses who wear the small, round hats. Standing next to her makes me acutely aware of each excess hair and inch of blubber on my body. I was hoping she might forget about the weekend, but she’s glaring at me so hard I’m too nervous to look back at her. I’m also too nervous to look away.


“I saw that shirt at Target,” she says.


I’m wearing a black cotton long-sleeve v-neck. I wore it because it has tiny eyelets so it’s a bit see-through but you can only tell if you’re really close. And I thought I might run into Oliver today. “So?”


“So Target is for socks. And period underwear,” she says.


“Oh.” I wonder what she’d say if she knew that pretty much all my underwear is period underwear. I don’t own sexy underwear; no one sees it anyway, plus my mother would freak if she found out I’d bought some because why would you own sexy underwear unless you were planning on showing it to someone?


“What you did Saturday night is pretty messed up,” Natasha says. Her expression is still mean but her voice is totally calm, which somehow makes it even worse. “Oli doesn’t even remember what happened, you know,” she continues. “I can’t believe you took advantage of him because he was drunk.”


I’m too stunned to defend myself. Could it be true? Was the best kiss of my life with someone who doesn’t remember?


“You’re not so unattractive,” she says. “I’m sure there’s someone out there who’ll kiss you when he’s sober. So go find that guy, and stay away from mine. Understand?”


She waits for me to nod—say yes, I understand—but I’m still reeling from her comment about Oliver not remembering, about me taking advantage of him. The bell rings. Her eyes narrow as she crosses her arms. “Unbelievable,” she says, and before I can correct her, she tosses her head and walks away.


• • •


Oliver is leaning against his car, talking on the phone. I don’t know whether to walk right by him, which would mean a potential encounter, or avoid him completely. Ultimately my body decides by moving in his direction. I’m so nervous my heart is drumming inside my chest and my ears are filled with air. I watch my feet step on the asphalt, too nervous to look at him, but then he says hi, and now he’s all I can see.


“Hi.”


He tucks his phone into the pocket of his perfectly faded jeans. “We should meet properly. I’m Oliver,” he says, extending his arm, muscular and tan and brushed with dark golden hair.


“Shabnam.” Considering the last time I met him his tongue was in my mouth, this formal introduction seems a little weird, but I’m grateful that he’s acting cool. It’s helping me maintain mine. But then I accept his hand and our fingers intertwine and my entire body starts tingling with heat.


He lets go. “About this past weekend. I drank way too much. I wasn’t exactly thinking straight. I’m not usually like that. Had a rough day. Not that that’s an excuse. So, I’m sorry if I offended you. I hope you don’t think I’m a jerk.”


A jerk for what? Being drunk or kissing me? Does he remember kissing me? Does he remember how good it felt like I did? Or was Natasha telling the truth? But I’m too shy to ask this, so I nod and tell him, “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it.”


He grins. “Awesome,” he says, and opens his car door. “I’ll see you around.”


“See you around.”


One thing is painfully clear—he didn’t kiss me because he secretly liked me. That little fantasy of mine has been completely crushed. I keep walking to my car, and with every step it’s like I’m sinking. I tell myself not to be so stupid; of course my kiss with Oliver would be just that, a kiss, because high school is like a snow globe: sometimes it gets shaken and strange and wonderful things can happen, but soon enough, everything settles back down to where it was. In the end, gravity always wins.


• • •


I’m lying in bed mourning my existence when someone tries the door. I know it’s my mother because my father always knocks first. “Go away!” I yell, but she doesn’t, so I stomp to the door.


“What were you doing?” she asks in Urdu after I let her in. My mother doesn’t understand locked doors. When my father goes to conferences, I sleep next to her because she doesn’t like being alone.


“Nothing,” I say.


“We’re taking Chacha jaan to the Afghani restaurant,” she says.


“Have fun.”


“What, have fun? You’re coming with us.” My mother places her hand on her hip. We have the same hands, square palms and short fingers. But that’s about the only thing we have in common. I wished I had inherited more from her: her long face, her thin frame, her fine, straight hair. When I was little, she had no idea what to do with my curls, so she kept my hair really short. There isn’t a single picture of me as a kid that isn’t utterly embarrassing.


The last thing I want to do is go to the Afghani restaurant with my parents and Chacha jaan. I only stopped crying an hour ago. “I don’t feel like it. Please, Amma, don’t make me go.”


“Why?”


Any chance I might have of convincing her is ruined by the arrival of my father.


“Rukhsana, something’s wrong with this zipper,” he says. My mother starts fiddling with his sweater, and he frowns at me. “Why are you not ready? Chacha jaan is waiting downstairs.”


“She doesn’t want to go,” my mother says.


“Nonsense. Of course she’s going.”


“But I don’t feel like going,” I protest.


“Life is not about what you feel like doing. You think your mother and I feel like going to work every day?” he replies. “And what will Chacha jaan think if you stay in your room only? It’s abnormal.”


“I don’t care what Chacha jaan thinks. He looks like a mullah anyway.”


“Chacha jaan is no mullah. He is an educated man. He was the vice president of a pharmaceutical company.”


“Maybe he was, but he still looks like a mullah.”


My mother is still trying to fix my father’s zipper but he steps away so he can focus fully on reprimanding me. “And what would you like? Would you like me to go downstairs and tell Chacha jaan, who was so good to me when I was young, that my daughter will not go to dinner with him because of the way he looks?”


“Yes.”


My father turns to my mother. “Rukhsana!” he says, which is his way of asking her to please do something before he loses his temper.


My mother sighs. “He didn’t used to have a beard, but he’s become quite religious since his wife died. He’s a very nice man and he’s lonely, Shabnam. He loved his wife very much. And he is our guest. So get ready. Now.”


And I hate both of them, for giving my uncle’s loneliness precedence over my pain, for making this day even more difficult, for making everything about my life difficult. “Jesus,” I mutter as I walk to my closet.


“Jesus!” my father cries after me. “Why does she always say this? She’s a Muslim! What kind of Muslim goes around saying Jesus, Jesus?”


“Bus, Sohail, bus. Enough.” My mother places her palms against his back and gently pushes him toward the door. “Let her get ready.”


• • •


After we get in the car and I think life can’t get any worse, my mother mentions that we’re stopping at the mall first because Chacha jaan wants to buy his granddaughter an iPod. I know better than to complain in front of Chacha jaan, so instead I fume silently in the backseat listening to my father say, “Over there is the town hall. And there is Dunkin’ Donuts—they make America’s best coffee. Have you tried it? And that is a diner—New Jersey is famous for its diners, they are open all night. And down that road is Shabnam’s school. She is one of their top students, masha’allah.” I wish he wouldn’t make me part of his stupid tour. I wish I wasn’t here.
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